CHAPTER IV
THE EUROPE OF CHARLES II
(1667-1672)
ITT is fitting to turn from the scraps and oddities which,
JLpieced together, form our only record of Churchill's
youth to survey the vast, stately European scene wherein he
now began to move and was one day to shine.
The supreme fact upon the Continent in the latter half of
the seventeenth century was the might of France. Her civil
wars were over. All internal divisions had been effaced,
and Louis XIV reigned over a united nation of eighteen or
nineteen million souls possessed of the fairest region on the
globe. Feudalism, with its local warriors and their armed
retainers, had at length been blown away by gunpowder,
and as wars were frequent, standing armies had arisen in all
the states of Europe. The possession of organized regular
troops, paid, disciplined, trained by the central Government,
was the aim of all the rulers, and in the main the measure of
their power. This process had in the course of a few genera-
tions obliterated or reduced to mere archaic survivals the
Parliamentary and municipal institutions of France* In
different ways similar effects had followed the same process
in other Continental countries. Everywhere sovereignty
had advanced with giant strides. The peoples of Europe
passed out of a long confusion into an age of autocracies in
full panoply against all foes from within or from without.
But for the storm-whipped seas which lapped the British
islands, our fortunes would have followed the toad upon
which our neighbours had started. England had not, how-
ever, the same compulsive need for a standing army as the
land Powers. She stood aloof, moving slowly and lagging
behind the martial throng. In the happy nick of time her
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